Why did the researchers do this particular study?
The researchers wanted to see if changes in judgment related to a person's awareness of potential scams are associated with later development of Alzheimer dementia or mild cognitive impairment. They also wanted to see if changes in judgment happened in people whose brains showed changes characteristic of Alzheimer disease when they died.
Who was studied?
The study included 935 older people in a study of aging in the Chicago area who did not have dementia when they entered the study. People in this study agreed to brain autopsy. A brain autopsy is an examination of a person's brain for signs of disease after death.
How was the study done?
The researchers asked participants to complete a "scam awareness questionnaire" at the start of the study. This questionnaire was made up of 5 questions about behaviors related to openness to sales pitches, interest in potentially risky investments, and awareness of higher scam vulnerability due to older age. The answers to these questions resulted in a scam awareness score. Over an average of 6 years of study, participants also completed traditional neuropsychological tests every year, and the 264 participants who died had autopsy examination of their brains.
What did the researchers find?
Over the course of the study, 151 participants developed Alzheimer dementia and 255 developed mild cognitive impairment. Participants who had low scam awareness at the start of the study had higher risk for Alzheimer dementia or mild cognitive impairment than participants with higher scam awareness. Low scam awareness was also associated with more changes of Alzheimer disease in the brain at the time of death.
What were the limitations of the study?
The scam awareness scores used in this study have not yet been shown to predict who actually falls victim to a scam.
What are the implications of the study?
Low scam awareness in older people seems to be associated with risk for Alzheimer dementia or mild cognitive impairment in the future. This suggests that there are alterations in social judgment that happen before more severe changes in thinking or memory. 
